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It’s a view you could kill for. Or maybe it’s to die for. As the boat sails forward, those are the two phrases that run through my head. I don’t really know why, except that they feel true—because this is the kind of place you can only describe in clichés.


Lawrence Island rises out of the waves like a mirage, an oasis of land after miles of sea so clear and blue it shouldn’t be real. The dock leads up to a beach, blinding white, dotted with palm trees and glittering rocks. Farther on, there’s a terrace, a pool, and then, looking over it all, the house. It’s Spanish-style, three stories of stucco and a clay roof, with curved windows and iron balconies, more palms flanking the sides like royal guards.


As we near the dock, I take a moment to breathe in the salty air, the humidity already teasing my hair into its natural wave. I fix my ponytail, raking unruly pieces back into order, and then close my eyes, letting the sun bake my cheeks, my bare shoulders.


This place would be perfect for the kind of content my followers want to see: workout videos on the beach. Vlogs where I make guilt-free virgin daiquiris. Pictures of me in a sponsored leggings set, stretching against a backdrop of sea and sky. But I gave my phone to a PA at the airport, so for the next three weeks, my followers will have to settle for posts I scheduled back home in Dallas.


For the next three weeks, I get to disappear.


“You okay?” Max Overby asks from across the small boat.


My face goes hot. So much for disappearing.


“Yeah,” I tell him. “Sorry.”


Right away, I regret it. I’m always apologizing for things I don’t need to, instinct from years of hearing Ms. Tammy’s hoarse shouts in the studio. Toes pointed. No sickling. Eyes up, Lyons. Do you think the floor is going to fall out from under you?


Max adjusts his glasses, blue eyes bright behind them. It makes me weirdly nervous, so I look at his camera instead. I don’t know who Max had to charm for permission to bring the camera with him, since we were supposed to leave our devices behind, but he hasn’t put it away since we got on the boat.


“This an interview?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.


“No. Genuine concern.” He puts the camera away, a crooked smile curving on his lips. “You looked a little seasick.”


A warm, wobbly feeling rushes through me, which I did not sign up for, so I look down at his sneakers, the crew socks sticking out from them. They’re green with little cartoon sea turtles. Wait, did Max Overby coordinate his socks with the marine life? And why do I find that so attractive?


Eyes up, Lyons.


“Just not a fan of boats,” I say, picking the first real excuse I can think of. “I’ve seen Jaws and Titanic. As far as I’m concerned, sea travel should be avoided at all costs.”


Max laughs, warm. “Okay, but what if I see your Jaws and Titanic and raise you the entire Final Destination series? Rules out air travel, car travel, and roller coasters.”


A smile tugs at my lips, but I force it down—because 1) having a crush on the first lanky boy who asks me how I’m doing is totally embarrassing, and 2) I’m almost positive that this is how Max drags the secrets out of his documentary subjects before they even know what hit them.


I hadn’t met him until today, but I’ve known about Max since his documentary blew up on YouTube last year, the one exposing Jared Sky, who runs one of the most-followed commentary channels, as a serial catfish. From there, Max’s small following grew into a horde of fans—some of whom, I’d argue, are more drawn to his sharp jawline and six-foot frame than they are to his journalistic prowess, but that’s just my opinion. As, you know, another girl who is also apparently charmed by those things, as much as that makes me want to scream into the nearest suitcase.


Logan Costello, on the other hand, is not impressed.


“Are you gonna be filming this whole time?” she asks Max, narrowing her hazel eyes. The breeze blows dark strands out of her loose ponytail, making them dance around her pale face. “Like, I’m pretty sure the crew has it covered. Unless the camera is just a film-bro fashion statement, in which case, might I suggest therapy?”


Max turns pink, and I bite my cheek to stifle a laugh. Logan comes off as a little harsh, I guess, but from what I’ve seen of her content, sharp and dry is her brand of humor. Before she joined the Bounce House, Logan’s videos genuinely cracked me up, from tips on how to repel men on the dance floor to random stories told straight to the camera. But after getting picked up by the biggest TikTok collective around, she mostly did their usual stuff: sponcon, dances, and vlogs. Then, two months ago, she left without explanation. There’s all kinds of rumors about why she quit, but if you ask me, it was a good move. I know there’s only so much you can know about a person from their socials, but the longer Logan stayed with the Bounce House, the less she seemed like herself.


“Tilly said it was fine.” Max shrugs, running a hand through his messy brown hair. “No internet connectivity.”


Logan frowns. “Wait, are you actually making a documentary about this?”


“Yeah, maybe.”


“A documentary about a TV show about disconnecting from social media.” Corinne Lecompte leans back against the boat’s railing, thoughtfully scrunching her nose, where freckles splash across her brown skin. “Meta.”


I smile, wishing I could text Alex to let him know that I’m about to spend three weeks with his Twitch idol. My fifteen-year-old brother is almost always plugged into a video on his phone, and most of the time, it’s one of Corinne’s streams. I’m not much of a gamer, but she seems pretty badass. There are hardly any women on the most-followed streamer lists, especially Black women, so not only is Corinne breaking boundaries, but it looks like she’s crushing them. This past spring, when a toxic alpha-male streamer started trolling her, Corinne challenged him to a match in a battle-royale game—and totally destroyed him, obviously. Her following surpassed his within hours, and it’s only been growing since then. But she hasn’t been going live lately, which I only know because Alex has been complaining about it for weeks. Mentally, I promise him that I’ll ask Corinne what’s been going on, once I stop feeling intimidated by how effortlessly cool she looks in her green coverall romper and platform sneakers.


A scoff draws my attention to Aaron Tyler Banks, sitting as far from everyone as he can manage—which isn’t very, since the boat is barely big enough to fit the five of us, the driver, and our bags. Scowling at Max, Aaron squirts sunscreen into his hands and smears it onto his pasty, freckle-covered skin. “Whatever you think you’re filming, you officially do not have permission to use my face.”


Max shoots him a look. “You signed the release forms, didn’t you?”


“Yeah, for the actual show. Not your little project.”


Aaron’s snarky expression is an echo of the one that used to be on my TV all the time, back when he was the lovable, mischievous star of The Magnificent Millers. Except now, all of that youthful glow is gone. Aaron can’t be older than twenty-two, but he’s got dark circles under his eyes, and his light-ginger hairline is already retreating. He looks even worse than he did in the tabloid photo of his DUI arrest, his shocked sixteen-year-old face seared into my memory, slack-jawed and sweaty, mixed together with Dad’s voice.


Listen, Kicks, he told me, pointing at Aaron’s photo on the news. It was only a few months after Dance It Out premiered. I was twelve and still not used to the strange reality of my dance studio being streamed into every living room in the country. The show, all this social media stuff … promise me it won’t turn you into a kid like him. Dad paused. Or if it does, promise me you’ll at least have a better-looking mug shot. We laughed it off together, but to this day, I’ve taken his advice to heart.


The boat slows to a stop, bobbing against the dock. As the motor quiets to a dull rumble, my heart picks up speed. Part of me is aware that this whole thing might be an unbelievably stupid idea. I, of all people, should know that reality TV isn’t the best way to take a break, even if that’s technically the point of all this: leaving our phones behind and living IRL, as the show’s slightly on-the-nose title would suggest. Except I’ve been ignoring the part where three weeks off the grid also comes with cameras in my face 24/7.


I may not have thought this all the way through.


“You made it!” A tiny figure waves from the dock: Tilly, the PA we’ve been in touch with throughout the casting process. “Come on up, the gang’s all here.”


Tilly could be anywhere between eighteen and twenty-five—I really couldn’t say which. There’s something ageless about her energy, camp counselor meets suburban mom. With another enthusiastic grin, she starts hauling suitcases as big as she is off of the other boat, already docked, as the five other cast members start to disembark.


A girl steps out first, silky red hair billowing from under a floppy sun hat.


No. Is that …


“Kira?” McKayleigh Hill locks eyes with me, glossy mouth hanging open in shock. For half a second, I think she’s about to throw a fit, demand I leave, but then she flashes a bright white grin. Her Alabama accent oozes out of her, stevia-sweet. “Get the heck up here and give me a hug, girl! It’s been forever!”


I genuinely would rather leap into the Caribbean, but even though fitness is my thing, I don’t think I have it in me to swim fifteen miles back to the mainland. There’s no escape. Taking a deep breath, I lift my bags and climb out of the boat.


McKayleigh imprisons me in a tight hug, her Marc Jacobs Daisy perfume overpowering.


“I can’t believe you’re here, too! We’re gonna have so much fun.” She releases me, her bright green eyes conspiratorial. “I mean, look at this island! The other Dance It Out girls are gonna die when this airs, right?”


“Yeah, I guess.” I can’t form a more coherent response, because I’m too stunned to speak. It’s been years since I’ve seen McKayleigh in person, but her smile hasn’t changed a bit. It’s the same one she always used when she was fourteen to disguise backhanded compliments or distract the judges from forgotten choreography, and now here it is, beaming down at me. McKayleigh Hill, the girl who bullied me on national TV for years, is standing in front of me acting like we’re the best of friends.


And I’m not the only one who seems startled to see her. Stepping onto the dock, Logan looks like she’s seen a ghost.


McKayleigh stares back, that fake-friendly smile still painted on.


“Logan. It’s been a minute.”


My nerves twist into irritation. I should’ve known the producers would pull some crap like this. If the history between me and McKayleigh wasn’t enough, she’s also one of the cofounders of the Bounce House—as in, the content collective that Logan just quit. Or got kicked out of, if you believe some of the rumors.


And clearly, the producers didn’t stop there. The blood drains from Logan’s face as two more people climb onto the dock: Zane Rivers and Graham West, completing the Bounce House trio. Both of them freeze when they see her.


Zane recovers first. “Logan. Didn’t realize you’d be here.”


“Yeah, I’m sensing a theme,” she snaps.


He smiles, running a hand over his stubbled jaw. “As friendly as ever, huh?”


Technically, all three of them—Zane, McKayleigh, and Graham—are the founders of the Bounce House, but everyone knows it’s Zane’s brainchild. Everything about him screams “leader”: at twenty-two, Zane’s the oldest—McKayleigh’s twenty, Graham’s nineteen, and Logan’s eighteen—and he physically towers over them, too. But between Zane’s man-bun, his vegan-lifestyle content, and the tattoos covering his toned arms, I feel like the ideal thing for Zane to lead would be either a SoulCycle class or a cult.


Graham gives a nervous laugh, pulling off his beanie and running a hand through his jet-black hair. While Zane looks totally at home on an island, Graham, with his all-black clothes and porcelain complexion, looks like he should be anywhere else. I’m genuinely impressed by his commitment to the e-boy aesthetic, even in eighty-degree weather.


“Mom, Dad,” Graham teases. “Stop fighting. The other kids are watching.”


Zane’s laugh is half-hearted, and Graham shrinks, picking at the strap of his guitar case. Like the rest of the Bounce House, Graham has millions of followers, although I’m not really sure why. Not that Graham isn’t good—he’s got a really nice voice—but something about all three of them just seems so … fake, I guess. Like they’re living, breathing brands, which technically they are. We all are. My manager is always going on about my brand, what we need to do to sell it. It’s part of why I came here, what I wanted to get away from.


Now, though, I’m not sure what I was thinking.


Normally, I don’t mind silence, but the tension between the Bounce House and Logan heats to a simmer. Something about this whole thing is making me itch, a creeping feeling all over my body. When someone new emerges from the boat, I’m grateful for the interruption.


“Oh my god.” Elody Hart pushes designer sunglasses up into her blond hair, revealing ice-blue eyes. “This is so cute. It’s, like, a real island.”


“As opposed to a fake one?” Aaron mumbles, adjusting the back of his boat shoe.


Elody steps onto the dock and stares at him blankly, a hand on her hourglass hip. She’s one of those girls who’s famous for being unbelievably hot, her grid a patchwork of bikini pics, lip-sync thirst traps, and dead-eyed selfies. Outwardly, Elody’s probably the least relatable eighteen-year-old in the world, but a lot of people seem to connect with her story: raised in a trailer park in Florida, Elody lived with a single mom and bills piling up on the counter until a few viral pictures launched her into stardom.


It’s always cool to see other creators who didn’t grow up rich—unlike McKayleigh, whose family moved from a multimillion-dollar mansion in Alabama to another in Highland Park the second she got cast on Dance It Out—but watching Elody now, I can’t help but feel intimidated. I always figured she edited the crap out of her pictures, but she’s just as flawless in person, even as she frowns at Aaron like she’s trying to place him.


Suddenly, she gasps. “Wait, Aaron Tyler Banks. I thought you died, like, four years ago.”


He blinks. “What?”


“Ohhh, my bad, babe.” A catlike grin creeps onto her filler-plumped lips. “That was just your career.”


A loud laugh booms from the boat.


“Broooo, you just got roasted!” Cole Bryan tosses his bags onto the dock and leaps down after them, pulling a backward baseball cap over his mop of blond hair. Seeing Aaron’s red face, he laughs harder, giving him a frat-boy slap on the back. “Nah, dude, I’m just playing. Rub your sunscreen on it and you’ll be good.” He elbows Elody. “Am I right?”


She scrunches up her face. “Um, ew?”


For some reason, that makes him laugh even harder.


I fight a groan. If you asked me who I was least hoping to see here, it would have been Cole Bryan. Somehow, he’s pulled in millions of subscribers with his prank videos, all of which share the same sense of “humor”: explosions, air horns, or misogyny. A few months ago, Cole got exposed for some old tweets that were pretty much everything you’d expect from someone like him, in all the worst ways. His apology video is still burned into my brain—fake tears, ring light reflecting in his muddy eyes, and the eerie sense that someone on the other side of the camera was holding him hostage. It was clearly a load of BS, but I guess it was enough for IRL to overlook it and bring him on the show. It sucks, but it shouldn’t surprise me. Cole’s a straight cis white guy, and they take to getting canceled like monsters that grow an extra head when you chop one off.


“All right!” Tilly chirps. “You all got everything off the boats?” When no one says otherwise, she gives another excited clap. “Great! Go ahead and head on up to the house. I’ll make sure everything’s set down here, and then I’ll show you your rooms in a few.”


Cole whoops. “Let’s roll, squad!”


I take a breath, reaching for my suitcase. Nowhere to go but forward.


Someone curses behind me: Logan, struggling to balance two stuffed duffels on her bony shoulders. I start toward her, but Zane beats me to it, reaching out a meaty hand.


“Need some help?”


Logan glares, her eyes flaring greener in the sun. “I’m good, thanks.”


“Come on.” He laughs, friendly. “You’re built like a toothpick. I really don’t mind—”


“I said I’m good.” With another blistering look at Zane, Logan hauls up her bags and storms down the dock.


Cole nudges Max. “Yo, camera dude, you better start recording. We’re getting some first-class Bounce House drama right now. Hold up.” He clears his throat, and then puts on his fratty version of an announcer voice: “This just in—Logan Costello, ex-member of the Bounce House, totally rejects her ex-lover Zane Rivers right in front of the whole island! Zane, bro, what do you have to say to the people?”


Zane makes a face. “We aren’t ‘ex-lovers,’ man. Grow up.”


“Hey, not judging if the rumors are true. Logan’s a little too tall, but I’d hit it.”


I would really like to push Cole into the water, I think.


“Come on,” Max says, lowering his camera. “Not cool.”


Cole laughs. “Relax, bro, I’m just playing. Like, I did the work and shit. I respect women now.”


Max rolls his eyes, walking faster to leave Cole behind.


“Dude, it was just a joke,” he calls after him. “Right, fitness girl?”


He winks at me, like this is a little inside joke of ours, and my stomach roils. If this is day one and I’m already on a nickname basis with Cole Bryan, then maybe I really do need to jump into the Caribbean. And also rethink every life choice I’ve ever made. But instead, I breathe out through my nose and remember what’s gotten me through these past five years in the public eye: keeping my cool. Not playing into the drama. And definitely not giving people like Cole Bryan the attention they want but don’t deserve.


I pick up speed, keeping my focus locked on the house.


“For real?” Cole mumbles. “None of you guys can take a joke.”


“Weird,” Corinne says as she walks by. “Didn’t realize you were making any.”


He pulls a face. “I thought girl gamers were supposed to be cool.”


“Yeah, well …” She turns and walks backward, giving him finger guns. “I’m all about breaking down stereotypes.”


Corinne shoots me a look as she passes, like, God help us. I give one back that says, Please restrain me if I try to muzzle Cole Bryan, or actually maybe don’t. She laughs, and watching her walk away, I’m grateful that someone who seems normal is here. At least I might make a friend.


Feeling another pair of eyes on me, I turn to find my only other potential friend so far: Max, that same crooked grin on his face.


“Feeling better?”


“What?” My chest flutters. Okay, so “potential friend” is maybe not the right term, if we’re being specific, but that’s beside the point.


He gestures at the dock. “Now that we’re on dry land.”


I cross my arms. “To be determined.”


“Fair.” He laughs. “Keep me updated.”


“Still looking for that interview?”


“Too obvious?”


“No, not at all.” I point at his camera. “You’ve only had that thing out for … the whole time we’ve been here?”


He puts a hand to his heart like I just stabbed him. “Brutal. But I respect the journalistic advice. I’ll try to be less obvious, fitness girl.”


Somehow, Cole’s nickname sounds less atrocious coming from Max.


I try not to smile as I quote Cole right back to him. “You’re welcome, camera dude.”


As I turn away and keep walking, I can’t help it. The smile stretches across my face, warm and giddy. It’s very possible that this show will be a disaster. But maybe it’s exactly what I need.


Fifteen miles from the mainland, and so much farther from home, from everything waiting for me there: college applications and career decisions. Endless messages and comments and emails from all the people who need me to be something I’m not so sure I can be anymore.


But here, on this island, I have the chance to just be. I could stand on the shore and scream into the sea and no one would hear me.


We’re completely, perfectly alone.










[image: 2. Elody]



Oh my god, finally. Following Tilly into the air-conditioned house, I could literally cry. Seriously, if she took one more second unlocking it—I swear, it’s like this girl has never seen a door in her life—I was going to die from the heat. And once I did, I would absolutely come back as a ghost and haunt her tiny ass, because the humidity is totally ruining my blowout, and that’s a worse crime than killing me with heat exhaustion.


“Welcome,” Tilly says, “to real life.”


I roll my eyes. We’re really committing to the brand, huh? But when I look at the mirror in the entryway—my hair is doing better than I thought, thank god—I catch everyone else’s faces as they take in the house. They’re, like, losing their minds.


Turning away from my reflection, I take a second to appreciate it, too. It is a pretty nice house, even if the décor is a little much, with all the potted palms and wicker furniture, everything white, white, white so the bright blue water pops through the massive windows. Like, we get it, babe. We’re on an island.


A few steps ahead of me, Max Overby has his camera out, sweeping it around like the little moviemaker he is. He pans through the open-concept first floor, going from the big sectional, cushy chairs, and TV in the living-room area to the beachy wood and stainless steel of the kitchen. There’s a dining area, too, with a long table and ten chairs, like we’re all about to have an adorable family dinner—which makes me want to laugh and also gag a little, because imagine me eating dinner with someone as random as Aaron Tyler Banks. On purpose. My followers would murder me.


As we step into the living room, Logan pulls at one of the piercings going up her ear. She’s one of those edgy girls who needs to put, like, four holes in each earlobe as a screw-you to society, or whatever. But maybe I would, too, if all of TikTok was starting rumors about why I left the Bounce House. I mean, the Bounce House. I know millions of people follow them, but can you imagine being part of something with such a stupid name? I don’t know why she left, but maybe Logan had the right idea. Right now, though, she just looks worried.


“Not a lot of places to hide in here,” she says, staring up at the second floor.


Logan’s got a point. It’s literally the perfect setup for reality TV. The white wooden staircase leads up to this indoor balcony kind of thing that wraps around the whole floor, like someone might come out and start doing that one scene from that one Shakespeare play where everyone dies. You could walk right out of any of the doors up there, lean over the balcony railing, and see everything going down on the first floor. The only place that’s kind of hidden is the third floor, where another staircase winds up and then disappears.


“What’s with all the cameras?” Corinne asks, looking up at one of the many pointing down at us.


I shake out my hair with my fingers, hoping it still looks good—because I don’t pay my stylist this much to not be the hottest girl in the room, even from the ceiling.


“Oh, yeah. The cameras,” Tilly says. “I know it’s a little weird, but this is standard reality-TV stuff, Big Brother style. They’re pretty much everywhere. Except the bathrooms, of course.” She laughs. “Don’t worry.”


“Facts,” Cole says. “I’m gonna have to do a real paint job later. Heads up.”


McKayleigh wrinkles her nose. “Ew. Are you four?”


“Airport burritos, dude.”


Gross. I’ve been kind of excited about this whole thing, but the thought of being trapped on an island with Cole makes me want to hop back on the boat. Like, I know about his old tweets and everything, but I’m pretty sure the most offensive thing about Cole Bryan is his entire personality.


“The house is amazing, though, right?” Tilly goes on. “We really lucked out to get it, too. The owners are pretty reclusive.”


“The Lawrences?” Corinne asks, looking at a potted palm like she’s trying to figure out if it’s real. News flash: definitely not.


“Actually, I’m not sure who they are,” Tilly says. “I mean, I don’t know if Lawrence is their name. All I know is they’ve owned the island for decades, but besides family and close friends, they haven’t let anyone in. Our showrunner has a connection, so that’s how we got it.”


“Well, doesn’t that just dill your pickle?” McKayleigh smiles, twirling a lock of iron-curled red hair. “We must be special.”


Like, I’ve got to hand it to her. McKayleigh’s name may be an actual crime, but it just fits her perfectly, doesn’t it?


“Yeah, this is sick,” Graham says, pulling on his dangly cross earring.


Ugh. I don’t get why everyone wears those now. You’d think it’s some kind of second coming, but I’m pretty sure the only divine inspiration is coming from K-pop or Harry Styles. Makes sense for Graham, though. His whole thing is just copying people with actual personalities. He acts like some kind of musician, but the only songs he posts are covers, feat. the most constipated singing face I’ve ever seen.


Next to Graham, Zane checks his reflection in one of the big windows looking out to the beach, rubbing at his stubbly jaw. “I can’t wait to meditate out there, man.”


My eyes are literally going to fall out if I keep rolling them like this. But I guess I should feel bad for the Bounce House. They were hot shit for, like, two seconds, and now people are already getting bored of them and the whole TikTok-house thing. Maybe I’d be super annoying, too, if I had such an embarrassing career.


A phone chimes, and on instinct, I reach for my purse, even though I leave mine on silent, because hello? I’m not a sociopath. Everyone else grabs for their pockets, too, but we all know there’s only one phone in the room. The rest are back on the mainland.


Tilly gets her phone out of her fanny pack and squints at the screen.


“Oh! Speaking of our showrunner, I’ve got to take this. You guys can go ahead and get settled upstairs. Your rooms are marked, so just look for your names, and meet me back down here in ten for the tour!”


Tilly scurries away, leaving us alone.


“Onward and upward, kids.” Aaron claps his hands like he’s everyone’s dad, or something.


Speaking of people with embarrassing careers.


Everyone starts to haul their stuff up to the second floor, but looking at the number of steps and knowing how many outfits I shoved into my bags, I get a better idea.


“Hey, babe.”


Max practically jumps, pushing his glasses up his nose like he can’t believe I know he exists. I smile, nudging my bags with my sandal.


“Help me with these? I promise I’m a strong independent woman, or whatever, but I’m really not feeling this manual-labor moment right now, and I bet those skinny arms are stronger than they look.”


“Oh.” He blinks, like he’s literally short-circuiting. It’s so cute. “Um …”


“Thanks.”


I give his little twig arm a squeeze, and then bounce up the stairs, giving him a full view of how good I look in these shorts. What can I say? I have a thing for artistic nerds. It’s so cute how they take themselves so seriously, how they act all confident and charming until two seconds of flirting can turn them into a puddle. And, like, I guess Max Overby isn’t the worst thing to look at.


Upstairs, Kira and Corinne are moving into the first room to the right, and when I get closer, I can see a sign on the door with the three of our names on it. Of course I’m rooming with two people who give me total teacher’s-pet energy, but I can’t complain. One door down, Logan and McKayleigh are walking into their room like they already want to kill each other. So, yeah. I’ll take my chances with little miss cardio and the gamer girl.


“Oh my god, cute,” I announce, posing in the doorway. “Not gonna lie, I was hoping for my own room, but I love this for us. Three little beds. It’s like camp, or something.”


I’m joking, because ew, who goes to camp? But neither of them laugh, just stare up at the ceiling.


“Yeah, if camp was some kind of high-level security base,” Corinne says, pulling nervously at one of her curls.


Kira rubs at her arms like she’s cold. “It’s kind of weird, right? Cameras in our rooms?”


“I mean, sure.” I flop onto the nicest-looking bed and sink into the soft white covers. “But it’s a thing. Haven’t you seen those dating shows where they, like, film people hooking up with that weird night-vision filter? Wait, ew, do you think that’s what these are for?” I sit up, gaping. “Actually, that sounds kind of hot. I might do it.”


Corinne stares at me with actual terror in her eyes. “Or maybe … don’t?”


“Oh my god, I’m kidding. Don’t be such a prude.”


Someone knocks on the door.


“Elody?” Max cracks it open without looking in.


Speaking of people I might hook up with on camera …


“Your stuff is out here,” he says.


I grin. “You don’t have to hide, babe. We’re not naked.”


He opens the door a little more so I can see his face.


“Yet,” I finish.


Max turns red, looking everywhere in the room but at me.


God, it’s just so easy.


“Thanks for bringing up my stuff, babe. You’re, like, a literal star.”


“Max!” Cole stomps down the hallway before he can say anything else. “You, me, and Graham are on the third floor, bro. It’s about to be lit!”


As Cole stomps away again, Max sighs. “Well, I’d hate to miss one second of that, so …”


He disappears into the hallway, creaking our door shut behind him. Kira watches with her brown Bambi eyes like she’s stuck in headlights, or something.


“Stare much?” I ask her. Guess I’m not the only one with eyes on Max, but whatever. Kira seems sweet and all, but come on. It’s not even a competition.


“Sorry, I was just …” Kira pauses as she opens one of the drawers in her bedside table. Seeing what’s inside, she frowns. “There’s stuff in here.”


“What kind of stuff?” Corinne asks.


Kira reaches into the drawer and pulls out a little card, reading from it. “‘Dear influencers.’”


Corinne sighs as she unpacks a pair of thrift-store-looking overalls and, like, three different comic-book T-shirts, like she really needs everyone to know she’s not like other girls. “I hate that word.”


“Isn’t that what we are, though?” I ask.


“I mean, sure, but the concept of calling yourself a person with influence …” Corinne makes a face. “It never sits right.”


“Oh, are you one of those people who wants to be a ‘creator’?” I put air quotes around it. “No offense, but isn’t that even more cringe?”


She doesn’t have to answer, because duh. It is. I don’t “create” anything except posts that make people either horny or jealous or both. Doesn’t keep me from taking the paychecks, babe.


“What does it say?” Corinne asks Kira, ignoring me.


Kira reads it out loud. “Welcome to Lawrence Island. In these drawers, you’ll each find a few gifts, courtesy of your Sponsor, which, as per your contract, you’ve agreed to use on camera. Enjoy the gifts, and enjoy your stay.”


“Of course they want us to sell stuff,” Corinne says.


“See? Influence, babe. It’s in the job title.” Lying on my stomach, I reach for my drawer and go through what’s inside: some bikini tops, a pair of sunglasses, and a fitness watch, unboxed. I take it out and hold it up.


“Okay, these are so 2015, but also …” I slide it onto my wrist. “I can’t say no to anything pink.”


Corinne is already tapping at her watch, squinting at it like she might try to take it apart and put it back together. “There’s a messaging app on here. Weird way to ‘unplug,’ but I’ll take it.”


“Doesn’t seem like they’re connected to Wi-Fi or anything,” Kira says.


Corinne sighs. “Yeah, just tried to send an update to my family. The messages won’t go through.”


I groan. “Seriously? Like, look at this place. They should at least have the budget for Wi-Fi.”


“The price we must pay for real life,” Corinne says drily.


I lean back on my pillows with extra dramatic flair. I know not having phones is, like, the whole point here, but it’s going to be harder than I thought. I should at least be allowed to complain about it.


“Well, if anyone needs pointe shoes … apparently, I have some?” With a confused look, Kira reaches into her drawer and pulls out a pair of pink ballet slippers. “But I don’t know how they expect me to use these on camera.”


“Oh my god, you should totally do a little dance for the show,” I tell her.


She puts the shoes back. “I don’t really do that anymore.”


“What, show off?”


“Dance,” she says, closing the drawer.


Someone knocks on the door, and thank god, because I really don’t need a monologue about Kira’s competition dance trauma, or whatever. I sit up, wondering if Max is back for more, but then McKayleigh opens the door, giving us the fakest smile I’ve ever seen. I don’t even pretend I’m not disappointed.


“Hi, girls!” She looks around the room, pulling at the watch on her wrist like it’s a nervous tic. “So sorry to barge in on y’all, but I think Tilly’s ready for the tour.”


McKayleigh looks over her shoulder, and that’s when I notice Logan glaring in the hallway a good five feet away. When she catches me looking, Logan glances down, fixing her ponytail, as if she doesn’t purposefully wear it all messy. I almost laugh. Logan and McKayleigh, former fake besties, are forced to room together for ten minutes and they’re already about to bite each other’s heads off.


Suddenly, I feel a burst of new energy, jumping to my feet like I just pounded a bunch of espresso shots. Some people have cardio. I have other people’s drama. And I’m starting to think this is going to be fun.


I strut out the door and into the hallway.


“Come on, babes,” I call back after my roommates, launching into my best Tilly impression and giving McKayleigh a grin. “It’s time for real life!”
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Islands give me the creeps. Private ones especially. Something about it strikes me as completely delusional—the idea that people fantasize about being miles from the nearest hospital as a way of, you know, relaxing.


Still, I can’t say it isn’t incredible to look at. As Tilly leads us through the doors and onto the back patio, I pull out my camera and capture it: beach all around, water as far as I can see. Without the house to orient us, it would be hard to know which way is which. Nothing but sand, trees, and rocky dips down to the sea, which stretches all the way to the horizon.


Maybe it’s the New Yorker in me, but I don’t trust it. All this space makes me claustrophobic, like the endless water and sky makes the island even smaller than it is. Cramped. This is the kind of place where you say and do wild things just to fill it up, the kind that separates truth from lies like a sieve.


Lucky for me, I’ve got a camera to catch whatever falls through the cracks.


“That view, right?” Tilly muses, cupping her hand over her eyes as she looks out at the water. “Really takes your breath away.”


Zane nods thoughtfully, like he’s looking at a painting. “The ocean is so powerful, man.”


I’m pretty sure we’re looking at a sea, but I won’t be a jerk about semantics. No matter what you call it, Zane has a point. I think of what Kira said earlier about Jaws and Titanic. We were joking, but there’s something uniquely terrifying about huge bodies of water.


“We’re pretty far out from the mainland, right?” I ask, trying not to sound too freaked out by the idea.


“Fifteen miles,” Kira answers. I turn to look at her, but she avoids my gaze, moving like she’s going to tuck a strand of light-brown hair behind her ear even though it’s already in a short ponytail. “Right?”


“Fifteen miles,” Tilly repeats, nodding to the right. “Come on. We’ll loop around this way.”


As we follow Tilly, I glance at Kira again. I’m not really a workout-video kind of guy—Elody made that pretty clear earlier with her comment about my arms—so I haven’t paid much attention to Kira Lyons since she was on that dance show that my sister used to watch. From the episodes I caught, I remember Kira being good—incredible, honestly, and not just for a twelve-year-old—but she never seemed to get the attention. That was always reserved for McKayleigh and her stage mom to end all stage moms. Now, Kira still has that cute, big-eyed thing about her, but hardened somehow, straight posture and tight shoulders. She also can’t be taller than, like, five foot two, but there’s something intimidating about her. Maybe it’s the fact that she could probably kick my ass if she wanted to.


“Here we are.” Tilly stops at the front terrace. “Back where we started.”


She gestures widely at the beach in the distance, where one of the boats that brought us here still bobs in the water. The other must’ve left when we were moving in. Waves crash against the shore, which might be an issue for audio, but I’ll worry about that once I know where I’m even going with this. That’s the best part of what I do: following an impulse, chipping away until the story comes through like a statue from a block of marble. And with ten influencers trapped on an island without their phones, a story is bound to be here. A good one. I already couldn’t believe my luck when I first got on the boat and Logan was there—so when the three other most controversial members of the Bounce House showed up on the dock, it was like I hit the jackpot.


I’ve heard rumors about crazy shit going down at their parties, from the probably true (a minor lawsuit when fireworks singed a model’s famously insured hair) to the definitely embellished (wannabe TikTokers getting so lost in the winding mansion halls that they’re never seen or heard from again). And now, with all the drama around Logan leaving, it’s like this documentary is being handed to me all garnished on a silver platter.


Still, I can’t shake the weird feeling I’ve had since we docked, like something’s off. Panning up to the house, I realize what it is: the cameras. More of them, security-style ones mounted on the roof, angled down toward us. And look, I know—as a YouTuber, I probably shouldn’t be so creeped out, but that’s the thing. The only camera I ever get in front of is my own.


“You guys are welcome to use the pool whenever you want,” Tilly says, bringing my attention back to the terrace. “The pool house, too, although there’s not much in there.”


I pan to the small cottage on the left of the pool, the saltwater blue reflecting in its shut doors.


“But really, make yourselves at home. We want things to feel as organic and fun as possible. Just a bunch of cool creators hanging out on a private island!” Tilly smiles and glances down at her phone. A worried line creases her forehead.


“Okay, no offense,” Elody says. “But can we wrap this up? It’s, like, a million degrees.”


“Of course.” Tilly shoves her phone back in her pocket. “Let’s head back inside and meet in the living room. There’s a few quick things I want to discuss.”


As the group starts moving back to the house, I do another quick sweep, landing on Zane. He glares at me over his tattooed shoulder, and I lower my camera. I’m not a Zane Rivers fan—I mean, the guy’s most-watched TikTok is a thirst trap featuring a zucchini that I genuinely believe is now entitled to financial compensation—but I should cool it with the filming if I’m ever going to get any of the Bounce House to talk to me on the record.


As I zip my camera into my bag, someone materializes at my side like a ghost.


“Jesus, Aaron.”


“I wasn’t kidding earlier,” he says, jabbing his freckly chin at my camera bag. “I’m not giving you consent to use my face in whatever garbage this is.”


“Weird.” I push my glasses up my nose. “A few months ago, you were pretty persistent about being on my channel.” Watching his scowl get deeper, I shrug. “Look, we’re gonna be here for a few weeks. If you’re still sitting on that story, I’m all ears.”


Aaron stares at me for a few seconds, and then looks away, squinting in the sunlight. “Thanks, but no thanks. That story needs more than a kid using Mommy and Daddy’s connections to get ahead.”


My jaw tightens. Sure, my parents are both in the industry, but neither of them has documentary connections. My mom produces rom-coms and my dad does a late-night talk show. It’s not like either of them called up eight hundred thousand friends and forced them to subscribe to my channel. It’s not like they did the work for me, the hours of research and filming and editing.


But I let it go. For one thing, I’m pretty sure the big, top-secret story that Aaron wanted to collab on a few months ago doesn’t actually exist. He was promising dirt on some unnamed Hollywood agent, but I’ve seen the rest of his channel. All the videos have titles like “The Dark Truth About Your Favorite TV Shows” and “How Timothee Chalamet Stole My Career,” except all Aaron ever does is make vague suggestions cut off by ads for acne cream or online therapy. Aaron Tyler Banks needs a win a lot more than I do right now. So, I let him have it.


When we make it back inside, everyone’s already gathered up in the living room. Aaron speeds to the only open chair left, and I sigh, settling for the floor.


“All right, listen up for a sec,” Tilly announces. She takes a careful breath. “So, there’s a bit of a situation. Due to some unforeseen weather, the production team’s flights were canceled.”


“The weather?” I glance out the windows at the perfectly sunny sky. My vision isn’t the best, but the lack of storm clouds is pretty hard to miss.


Tilly nods. “The storm isn’t supposed to get here until tonight, but it’s looking bad, especially near the airport. Our team was able to book another flight out, but unfortunately …” She steels herself with another breath, and then speeds through the rest. “They won’t be able to get here until tomorrow morning.”


Okay, I don’t love where this is going, especially since we’re so far from the nearest signs of civilization.


“Hang on,” McKayleigh starts. “Now, I’d never try to tell anyone they’re doing their job wrong, but I’m a little confused. Shouldn’t the crew have gotten out here before we did?”


“To put it in less Southern-belle terms,” Aaron adds snarkily, “this is totally unprofessional. I’ve been on sets my whole life, and this has never happened.”


“Were you on a TV show or something?” Logan asks, feigning surprise.


Aaron’s ever-present scowl somehow reaches a new level, and I’ve got to admit, I enjoy it.


“I know it’s not ideal,” Tilly says, “but it’s the situation. And …” She swallows. “They need me to come back to the mainland. Tonight.”


“Wait, tonight?” Corinne repeats. “Like, you want us to stay here alone?”


“There are some urgent things they need me to handle, so … unfortunately, yes.”


“Dude.” Cole grins, leaning back on the couch with his hands behind his head. “This is totally where the horror movie starts.”


“Is this, like … legal, though?” Graham asks. “Just leaving us here?”


Elody rolls her eyes. “It’s not like we need a babysitter, babe.”


“Some of us, maybe,” Corinne mutters, giving Cole a look.


Tilly ignores their quips, forging ahead in classic PA fashion. “I understand the concerns, but I’ll be back first thing in the morning. The whole team will.”


“What do we do if something happens?” Kira’s standing behind the couch, bouncing on her heels like she might take off at any second. She glances at McKayleigh, and I start to wonder if there’s something more than their old TV rivalry going on there. Just as it crosses my mind, Kira catches me watching her, and I look away, feeling weirdly like I’m back in tenth grade and handing a bouncer my McLovin-level-bad fake ID. Normally, I’m good at reading people, but there’s something about Kira that I can’t pin down. One second, she seems nervous and shy, but the next, I’m pretty sure she can see into my soul.


“Rest assured, you guys will be totally safe here,” Tilly says. “There’s a first-aid kit in the closet, but if there’s an emergency, I’ll be leaving a phone behind, so don’t hesitate to call. The cell service is pretty reliable, even this far out from the mainland.”


Tilly reaches into her bag and takes one out. As she plugs it into the wall with a charger, I relax. It seems like everyone else does, too. At least we’ll have some sort of connection to the real world.


When no one argues, Tilly sighs, looking just as relieved as we are.


“Think of it this way,” she says. “Tonight’s a chance for you guys to do what you came for—you know, unplug, get to know each other for real. And now, you get to do it without a whole camera crew in the way.”


Right, what we came for. Looking around at this group, I can’t say that unplugging is anyone’s primary goal here.


“What time do we start shooting tomorrow?” McKayleigh asks. She glances up at a camera on the wall, fixing her hair and proving my point: supposedly, we’re all here to get away from our phones, but this is a cast of influencers. They may act annoyed at my filming, but none of them would be here if it weren’t for the cameras.


Well, maybe not all of them, I think, looking at Kira. For someone who grew up on reality TV, she seems about as uncomfortable with the cameras as I am.


“We’re aiming to have everyone here and ready by eight,” Tilly says. “And don’t worry about food. We’re fully stocked. Plus, we have a catered dinner for tonight, courtesy of our Sponsor.”


She sweeps a hand toward the kitchen, where an array of covered trays sits on the counter.


“There’s vegan options, right?” Zane asks. “Also, my manager should have mentioned, but I can’t do nuts either. I have this—”


“We get it,” Aaron grumbles, waving a hand at Zane’s head. “The man-bun is pretty much a blaring ‘I have annoying dietary restrictions’ alarm.”


Zane doesn’t respond, but judging from his expression, I have a feeling the comeback brewing in his head is something along the lines of At least I have enough hair to put in a bun, asshole.


“Yes, of course,” Tilly says. “We’ve taken all dietary restrictions into account. And as an added bonus …” She gives a mischievous smile. “Our Sponsor has thrown in a fully stocked bar.”


“Noice!” Cole shouts.


“Now we’re talking, babe,” Elody says.


Tilly relaxes. “The legal drinking age is a bit fuzzy on international waters. But please, please, please be careful.”


I’m pretty sure careful is the exact opposite of what production wants. Reality TV thrives on getting their casts as drunk as possible. Still, this isn’t the worst thing. A private island, alcohol, and no supervision … maybe I’ll be able to get some ideas for this doc.


Tilly’s phone chimes, and she checks it.


“I should start heading out,” she says, looking back up at us. “Thanks so much for understanding. We’ll be back on track tomorrow, and I’m only a phone call away. Okay?”


“Okay,” Elody says, when no one else will. She’s lounging on the couch, legs stretched out on the coffee table like she owns the place, shorts riding dangerously high up her thighs. She catches my stare and grins, catlike. “We’re big kids, right?”


My face gets hot, which makes her smile even more. Jesus, Max. Pull it together. Forget tenth grade—it’s like I’m back in middle school, probably because Elody reminds me of all the girls I used to be too scared to even look at back then. I turn away from her and focus on the rest of the group, which, for the first time, has completely run out of arguments.


“Okay, then.” Tilly clasps her hands like she’s praying. “This is where I leave you.”
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